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GUSTAVUS HESSELIUS. 

THE EARLIEST PAINTER AND ORGAN-BUILDER IN 
AMERICA. 

Gustavus Hesselius was born at Folkarna Dalarne, 
Sweden, in 1682, and came of a family distinguished for 
piety and learning. 1 Two of his brothers were commis- 
sioned by the king, Charles XII., to go to America and 
preach the Gospel to the Swedes on the Delaware. Andreas, 
the eldest, arrived at Christina, now Wilmington, Delaware, 
on May 1, 1711, and was accompanied by his brother the 
artist, of whom the Swedish record states, " Magister Hes- 
selius' brother, Herr GustafF Hesselius, a portrait painter, 
came up some days after with their things by boat from 
Apoquinema," [below New Castle] ; and a later entry, 
" Mons. GustafF Hesselius after a few weeks fly ted, on account 
of his business, to Philadelphia/' Shortly after this his 
brother Andreas joined him in Philadelphia, and they paid 
their respects to the Deputy Governor, Charles GooMn, 
" when these Honorworthy gentlemen showed him their 
passport and commission and Gov. William Penn's letter 
from London, and thereupon were received very favorably." 

1 The editor of The Penna. Mag. Hist, and Biog. is mainly in- 
debted to the researches of Charles Henry Hart, Esq., for the compila- 
tion of this sketch. 
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Within two years of their arrival in New Sweden, Mag- 
ister Hesselius married Sarah Wallrave, and Gustavus seems 
not to have been long behind him, for on July 29, 1716, a 
son of Gustavus and Lydia Hesselius was baptized in Trinity 
Church [Wilmington] , and named Andreas, for his brother, 
the pastor, who had succeeded Provost Bjork. In 1719, a 
younger brother, Samuel, came over to take charge of the 
church and relieve his brother Andreas, who had been re- 
called, and returned to Sweden in 1723. The Hesselius's 
maternal uncle was the celebrated Dr. Jesper Svedberg, 
Bishop of Skara, and father of Emmanuel, commonly called 
Swedenborg. 

Shortly after the arrival of his brother Samuel, Gustavus 
Hesselius removed to Prince George's County, Maryland, 
where in the parish church of St. Barnabas, of which Rev. 
Jacob Henderson was rector, he was given " the first com- 
mission on record for a work of art for a public building in 
America." In June of 1720, the Vestry engaged him to 
paint the church, and in August following, " to paint ye 
Altar piece and Communion Table, and write such sentences 
of Scripture as shall be thought proper thereon." 

On Tuesday, September 5, 1721 : "The Vestry agrees 
with Mr. Gustavus Hesselius to draw ye History of our 
Blessed Saviour and ye Twelve Apostles at ye last supper, 
ye institution of ye Blessed Sacrament of His body and 
blood, proportional to ye space over the Altar piece, to find 
ye cloth and all other necessaries for ye same (the frame 
and gold leafe excepted wch. Mr. Henderson engages to 
procure and bestow on ye Church) Mr. Hesselius to paint ye 
frame for all wch. ye Vestry is to pay him wn. finished 
£17. currt. money. And Mr. Henderson further engages 
to have it fixed up over ye Altar at his own cost." As late 
as July of 1725, Hesselius was employed to paint "the 
Altar and Railes of ye Communion Table." What has 
become of this painting is unknown. 

" That more than seven years prior to the arrival in this 
country of John Smibert," writes Mr. Hart, "who is com- 
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monly regarded as the father of painting in the colonies, 
an elaborate altar-piece of the 'Last Supper/ with thirteen 
figures — Christ and the twelve disciples — should have been 
commissioned to be drawn by a resident artist for a public 
building, surely marks an epoch to receive more than pass- 
ing consideration." 

How long Hesselius continued to reside in Maryland is 
not known, but he was back again in Philadelphia in 1735, 
for in that year he purchased a house and lot on the north 
side of High Street below Fourth, where he resided until 
his death, May 25, 1755. On September 26, 1740, he quali- 
fied as a citizen of Pennsylvania. That he continued his 
vocation on a broad scale is evidenced by an advertisement 
in the Pennsylvania Gazette for December 11, 1740 ; 

Painting done in the best manner by Gustavus Hesselius from Stock- 
holm and John Winter from London. Vig. Coat of Arms drawn on 
Coaches, Chaises, &c, or any kind of Ornaments, Landskips Signs, 
Shew-boards, Ship and House painting, Guilding of all sorts, Writing 
in Gold or Color, old Pictures cleaned and mended &c. 

He seems to have been at times much unsettled in his 
religious convictions, for he swerved from the Swedish 
Lutheran Church to the Church of England, thence to the 
Moravians (through the preaching of his fellow-countryman 
Eev. Abraham Reinke), and back again to the church of 
his fathers, through the influence of his son-in-law, Rev. 
Erick Unander, and was interred at Gloria Dei Church, at 
Philadelphia. 

Between the years 1743 and 1750, the name of Gustavus 
Hesselius appears on the registers of the Moravian Church 
at Philadelphia ; and in the diaries of that congregation, 
and the correspondence between Bishop J. C. P. Cammer- 
hoff and Count Zinzendorf, we find frequent personal refer- 
ence made to him. In 1745, " Bro. Hesselius has a scheme 
to go to Maryland again," and in February of 1748, he 
exhibited in one of his windows, his painting of the ' Cruci- 
fixion/ which attracted attention. We also learn of another 
claim to distinction for Hesselius — that of being the first 
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organ-builder in the colonies. In 1746, he built a pipe- 
organ for the church at Bethlehem, for which he was paid 
£25., after it had been put in place by his foreman John 
Klemm. A description of this organ and an account of 
the first time it was used by the Rev. J. C. Pyrlaeus, is on 
record. In his will he specifically gives to his son John 
" my chamber organ." 

The portraits herewith reproduced of Gustavus Hesselius 
and his wife Lydia, (painted by himself), have come down 
through their grand-daughter who married Adolf Ulric "Wert- 
miiller, the artist, and were presented to The Historical Soci- 
ety of Pennsylvania by the late Charles Hare Hutchinson 
Esq. The Society also possesses another from his easel, that 
of Robert Morris, the father of the " Financier of the 
Revolution." 

Gustavus Hesselius, in his will, names the following 
living children : 

I. Elizabeth, b. June 8, 1724, m. Oct. 16, 1745, at Christ 

Church Philada., to Samuel Price ; m. 2dly 

Brainerd, of Mt. Holly K J. ; d. 1793 of Yellow 
Fever. 
H. John, b. 1728. Subscriber to Philadelphia Dancing 
Assembly 1749 ; m. Jany. 30 1763 Mary (b. 1735), 
only child of Col. Richard Young and widow of 
Henry Woodward, of Primrose Hill, near An- 
napolis, Md., by whom she had four daughters. 
From 1764 to 1766, vestryman of St. Ann's 
Parish, Anne Arundel Co., Md. ; d. April 9, 1778, 
and buried at Bellefield, on the Severn River, an 
estate of 1000 acres which he devised to his son 
John, charged with legacies to his unm. daugh- 
ters Charlotte, Caroline and Eliza Dulaney. 
Children of John and Mary Hesselius named in 
his will : 
John, md. Mary Wharton, and had 

Mary Young, m. Dundas. 

Rachel, m. Smith. 
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Charlotte, b. June 14, 1770, m. June 5, 1792, 
Thomas Jennings Johnson; d. 1794, and had 
a daughter who m. Hugh W. Evans. 

Caroline, m. 1st Claggett ; 2d De Butts. 

Eliza Dulaney, b. 1775, m. June 5, 1792, Walter 
Dulaney Addison, d. July 31, 1808. 

III. Sarah, m. August, 1746, Walter Porter, d. circa 

Dec. 1783. 

IV. Lydia, m. David Henderson May 15, 1756, at 

Gloria Dei Church, Philada. He was ad- 
mitted to bar in Aug. 1755, and d. circa 
March, 1784. She d. Jany. 13, 1796, and 
buried in St. Paul's church-yard, Philada. 
Issue : 

John, b. March 1, 1757; appointed Sept. 19, 
1777, by warrant from Benjamin Flower, 
Colonel and Commissary General Military 
Stores, " Superintendant and Conductor of 
the Painters in the Middle District," at Car- 
lisle, Penna. His business was that of a 
coach painter (see Penna. Mag. Vol. xxvii, 
p. 374). He was also organist of St. Paul's 
church, d. Nov. 24, 1792, and buried in the 
church-yard. 

Gustavus Hesselius, d. Jany. 7, 1784, and buried 
in St. Paul's church-yard. He was a Sur- 
geon's Mate in the 7th Penna. Line, and also 
served in Hospital, until reorganization of 
army in 1781. Appointed by Commodore 
Gillon a Surgeon in the navy of South Caro- 
lina, and served on the frigate South Carolina. 

Lydia, m. Jany. 8, 1801, by Eev. Nicholas Collin, 
to Adolf TJlric Wertmiiller, the distinguished 
Swedish painter; d. Jany. 17, 1812, aet about 
50. Buried at Gloria Dei Church Philada. 



